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Introduction 
In a digital age, the skills required to undertake an oral history project have changed 
dramatically.  For community groups, this shift can be new and exciting, but can also 
invoke feelings of anxiety when there is a gap in their skill set. Addressing this gap is 
one of Oral History Association of Australia, Queensland (OHAA Qld) main 
activities. This paper will report on the OHAA Qld chapter’s oral history workshop 
program, which was radically altered in 2011.  
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Previous models 
The OHAA Qld chapter has a strong history of delivering oral history workshops for 
its members and the wider community. This has often been achieved by relying 
heavily on nationally renown practitioners and qld committee members.  
However this changed when they could no longer be so closely involved and 
the organisation had to change their approach to running workshops. We took this 
opportunity to re-think the possibilities of the workshop format.  
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A new direction  
We were from an academic background but felt we could inject our interests in 
theoretical approaches, and innovation in the field, into the design of workshops. We 
wanted to re-frame research and trends in a way that was useful to community groups, 
professionals and amateur practitioners alike.  
From 2008, the branch typically ran workshops ad hoc, facilitated by Helen 
Klaebe, only when there was sufficient demand, or at the invitation of community 
groups working on specific projects. Our Qld secretary, Suzanne Mulligan, collated 
valuable findings. Participants overwhelmingly valued the training, but felt 
overloaded by information. We were concerned participants would return to their 
communities lacking the confidence to get started.  
At the end of 2010 we re-designed the workshops to cover five fundamental 
topics, to be facilitated by key committee members in a sequential manner throughout 
the year, biannually.  
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Aims 
The workshops were designed with a number of aims in mind. The first was to 
reiterate best practice and ethnical standards, emphasising models established by the 
SLQ. The second was to encourage participants to fully utilise the digital resources 
available to them, including our association’s own equipment that we offer to 
members as a loan. The workshops were also a place where participants could meet 
others involved in oral history projects, and inspire and promote innovative ways oral 
histories can be gathered and presented. 
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Summary of the Workshop Series 
Workshop one: Oral History Basics  
This booklet aims to offer oral history as a tool to be used by  communities to see their 
history from a social or humanist stance.  Allowing the public to create a collective 
narrative about the people  and places in their surrounds that form part of our 
contemporary  Australian history. 
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Workshop two: Ethics and Photography 
This workshop was broken down into two halves. The first three hours were dedicated 
to discussing ethics, copyrights and permissions. Participants worked with me to 
consider and discuss the ethical implications of their project; and to examine 
examples of release forms.  
In the afternoon Bryan Crawford showed participants what photography and 
video equipment was useful for oral history projects; how to choose a location to take 
video and photos; what to look for and how to make the best of the location and light 
available. 
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Workshop Three: Recording and Editing 
This session with Lena was designed to give participants an introduction to: 
•         The basic equipment needed for an oral history project;	  
•         Combining audio and images: Why you should take a scanner to the 
interview.  
• Sound editing: audacity and its applications. 
To achieve this, participants engaged in two activities. In the first, a practical exercise 
in recording interviews, participants worked in pairs to conduct a three minute 
interview. In the second, participants edited their interview on Audacity.  
In the afternoon session I introduced the problems of transcribing audio. Then, 
using a style guide and their three minute interview, they produced a transcript using 
Express Scribe software.  
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Workshop four: interviewing 
In the morning session, I focused on the theory of oral history interviewing, 
discussing: 
• Oral history as a qualitative research methodology (semi structured interviewing); 
• Memory studies; 
• Storytelling and the hero’s journey;  
Ariella then took the afternoon session, discussing the pre-interview meeting 
and some suggestions for interviewing techniques.  Afterwards, participants got into 
pairs and interviewed each other, using strategies discussed in class.  
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Workshop five: What to do with your material 
In this session, I discussed some of the ways participants can present oral history 
materials, with an example for each. 
In the afternoon session, participants briefly interviewed a partner and then re-
represented the interview in another way – such as a short story. At the end of the 
afternoon, participants read their drafts and got feedback – the exercise designed to 
offer a taste of each of other forms, rather than a comprehensive overview.  
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Feedback and reflection 
Problem with venues 
We had originally planned to run workshops at SLQ to further strengthen our 
connections to the library. However, this was not possible after the January floods, 
which caused the library to close for a number of months. 
I arranged for workshops to be held at QUT, but the university environment 
was sometimes problematic. Although the venue was secure, issues around after-
hours access, made the space difficult to negotiate, but we still have not found an 
alternative, besides SLQ.  
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Advertising and managing expectations 
Initially, we offered a very brief outline of what each workshop would cover. Because 
of the generality of the statement, one participant attended expecting discussion on 
‘the art of storytelling, its usage, history and current forms,’ while facilitators had a 
more practical, project-related emphasis. This lead to a decision to manage 
expectations by providing detailed outlines of the workshop on the OHAA Qld 
website before each workshop. 
Although we advertised to the public via the OHAA Qld website; flyers in 
libraries; mailing lists and the SLQ, some participants didn’t find out about the 
workshops until halfway through the series, leading to problems with having to re-
visit content.  
For instance, I found that many ethics-related questions came up in later 
workshops, which meant I was following up with a lot of extra email activity.  
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Demographics 
Participants ranged from professionals working in a military museum and recording 
oral histories for training purposes; community historians producing traditional 
research outcomes such as academic articles; and research students from universities. 
Three participants attended all five workshops. Because of our academic 
backgrounds, we were able to provide support to the research students 
However, participants who ‘picked and chose’ the workshops missed this sense of 
progression and were left with only part of the picture.  
The gap between the aims and needs of professionals, academics and 
community oral historians was difficult to bridge.  
Although we originally thought the series would be run twice in a year, because of 
lack of numbers and a loss of momentum for the facilitators, We decided not to run 
the second series. However, we have continued to provide advice and support our 
members working on oral history projects via phone and e-mail throughout the year. 
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Outcomes 
The facilitators were able to produce a teaching pack of PowerPoint slides, suggested 
readings, hand-outs and classroom activities that can also be tailored to develop 
workshops for specific groups. 
Groups outside of Brisbane took an interest in the workshop series we were 
advertising. After Cyclone Yasi struck the town of Cardwell, destroying the historical 
museum and the Historical Association’s recording equipment, the Cardwell 
Historical Association (CHA) contacted us requesting a two-day workshop similar to 
the ones we’d be advertising. Klaebe, Van Luyn and Crawford were able to deliver a 
weekend-long ‘emergency’ workshop, offering participants hands on use of the 
equipment, as well as ethical considerations and interviewing theory. We also 
supervised CHA members while they conducted three interviews with residents at the 
nursing home struck by the cyclone. CHA later received funding from a RADF grant 
for Klaebe, Van Luyn and Crawford to return to Cardwell and conduct a follow-up 
workshop on transcription and digital storytelling, which we did 2 weeks ago.  
In May 2011, OHAA Qld received funding from the Gambling Community 
Benefit Fund to conduct oral history workshops in rural Queensland. We asked if 
workshops could be run in partnership with rural communities and so far Klaebe is 
organising these for Townsville, Mackay and Cunnamulla Libraries and Toowoomba 
for early to mid 2012.  
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Future Directions 
The reflection on, and feedback from, workshops emphasised the difference between 
professional and academic approaches in oral history projects, and the need for one-
on-one hands-on basics training in an non-university, community centred 
environment, and, on the other, the desire to explore and express the complexity of 
the oral history interview and developments in academia.  
For us, the cross-over between research commitments and service to the community 
has been a difficult one to negotiate. The workshops series encouraged us to re-
consider the role OHAA Qld plays in providing specialist training, and how best we 
can utilise our skills and resources. 
In 2012, we plan to trial a new approach to training. OHAA Qld will return 
‘back to basics,’ conducting two basics workshops a year for individuals and 
community groups, outlining what an oral history project entails.  We will encourage 
organisations looking for more in-depth experience to request workshops tailored to 
their individual projects.  
For individuals, Klaebe and Van Luyn plan to co-ordinate an intensive 
CPE/university based unit dedicated to semi-structured interviewing and oral history 
theory as a qualitative research method. 
We also hope to strengthen the partnership with SLQ by hosting public 
lectures on oral history related topics at SLQ venues.  
